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" Mr, Freder{ck Sel B
Presicent, Tue Rocicieller

University
New York, New York 10021

Dear fSred:

Tnank you very much for your letter of Septemper !
1576. 1 appreciate your tnoughtfulnecss in taring tne t
to share with us your comments OP our report “"better
Controls Necoded Over Biomedical Rescarch Supportec oy
the National 1lnstitutes of health.'

I ar, however, somewhat concerned by your owservation
that we seem to be recommencing sweeping changes in tne
operating procedures of NIH's extremural research proaren.
As you notea, NIH generally funds approved projects cf
grantees for 3 years. After the approval perioé expires,
applications for continued financial support are treatec
as new grant gpplications and grantees must again compete
for fundinjy. Wwe are not recommending that NIh abanaor
the concept of the 3-year funoing cycle and cnange tc
& system by which approvead projects annually compete with
new proposals for funding.

As noted in Chapter 2 of the report, we o question.
whether an approved 3-year project should be tunded annually
on a pasis tnat is virtuslly autcmatic especially when
many unfunaed competing grant applications have significantly
greater specific merit, as evidenrced by the priority scores
assigned by scientific autnorities, than some noncompeting
grants which continue to pbe funded. lurther, at tne
tnree institutes we reviewed, about 44 percent of the
noncompeting grants were not funded .gain after their
approval period expired because, when competing with
otner grant applicants, their priority scores indicated
they were of lower scientific merit,







In light of these facts, we believe that NIH coulc
better assure that the grants being funded were those
with tne greatest scientific merit, if a systenm were
ocevelopea td iacentify noncompeting grants having
si1gnificantly less scientific merit than approved
anfunded competing frant applications. This system

“couldTuse morKalizéo priority scorés.  Once & system is

gevelopea to icentify noncompeting grants with less
scientiZic merit, grant funding should not be automatically
discontinuea, because other factors may make it desirable
to continue the funding. Wwe believe, however, that the
advantages and disadvantages of continuing to fund such
noncompeting grants shoula be assessed before funds are
agenied to applications with greater scientific merit,

NIH regjulations already reguire that researcherc
submit annual progress reports. NIH grant aaministrators,
who 1ave scientific backgrounds, aie to provide overall
surveillance ana management of projects using (1) annual
progress teports, (2) publivations resulting from research,
and (3) personal contact with the grantee. As noted in
the reprort, the process needs to be improvea. If NIH
arant administrators critically reviewed noncompetitive
multiyear research grants, those with poor progress and/or
relatively low scientitic merit could be identified.

After such grants are identifieda, they should be further
assessea and a aecision made as to wnether to continue
funding. Grantees would not be required to submit new
applications each year for consideration by means of

the formal NIH review process.

in simple terms, all we are asking is that NIH grant
administrators review tne ongoing grants each year, as
already reguired by NIH regulations, identify those with
poor progrecs cor low 'sciencific merit, and make an assesc-
ment as to whether funding should continue. As noted
apove, the universe of projects to pe assessed is rather
small and should not impose a major workload on NIH or
disrupt the scientific community. Nevertheless, we con-
tinue to believe that the procedural changes will help
insure that scilence resources are used for projects with
the greatest scientific merit.



Again, thank you for your views, I hope thic letter
helps clarify what we are trying to achieve tnrough our
report.

¢ Sincerely yours,

- T T T RIGNTDR EIMYR BOSTAATE T

Comptroller General
of the Uniteo States






